
 

  
 

 

THE BERBICE CHAIR 

 
By Dmitri Allicock - for Guyanese Online 

 

It seems that since humankind first stood up to see over the tall Savannah grasses, we’ve been 

looking for a place to sit back down and relax. The historical record is not quite so succinct, 

however—but when early migratory peoples first settled down into a domesticated lifestyle, it 

appears one mark of the civilized person was a seat that elevated the body “away from the cold, 

damp floor”. By the simple act of constructing an artificial place to sit, humans began the long 

tradition of distinguishing themselves from the animal world. 

The earliest known form of Greek chair dates back to six or seven centuries BC. On the frieze of 

the Parthenon Zeus occupies a square seat with a bar-back and thick turned legs; it is ornamented 

with winged sphinxes and the feet of beasts. The characteristic Roman chairs were of marble, 

also adorned with sphinxes. The most famous of the very few chairs which have come down 

from a remote antiquity is the reputed chair of Saint Peter in St Peter’s Basilica in Rome.  

Ancient Egyptian’s chairs appear to have been of great richness and splendor. Fashioned of 

ebony and ivory, or of carved and gilded wood, they were covered with costly materials and 



supported upon representations of the legs of beasts or the figures of captives. Egyptians 

believed that the chairs need to represent natural forms to avoid creating chaos in the universe, 

by creating an artificial object. It is with this backdrop of such rich antiquity and splendor that 

the Berbice Chair of Guyana distinguishes itself in status and affiliation. 

The Berbice Chair, named after Berbice, is also referred to as Plantation Chair and dates back to 

the early slave plantation days at least. There is some reference in the historical records of the 

early Dutch Planters to this invaluable piece of Guyana’s heritage. The plantation furniture of the 

Colonies inspired the dramatic shape and clean silhouette of this chair. Crafted and framed by 

Guyana’s hardwood, it is reinforced with stretcher bars for decades of wear. As comfortable as it 

is handsome, this is an exotic work of furniture art at its best. This large armchair is fitted with a 

variety of Matting or decorative cover and adorned with splendid fasteners. The long arms of the 

chair have the ability to be folded inward to act as a leg rest. This handsomely styled chair with 

deep laid back relaxing look adapts to the natural contours of your body to reduce pressure points 

giving long lasting comfort. A chair associated with such prestige and relaxation in our time yet 

belongs to that dark age of such repulsion and suffering. The chair would have been a prime 

piece of furniture and plenishing for the Plantation Great House, providing comfort and as a 

showpiece of status. 

The overworked and exhausted workers on the Plantations would have use the other great piece 

of antiquity, the Hammock, for sitting and resting. There remains a bit of mystery revolving 

around the origin of hammocks, but one fact is uncontestable: hammocks have been a 

commonplace tool for both survival and burial since as early as 450 BC. This is the earliest 

recorded date of the swinging bed, said to have been developed by an unassuming student of 

Socrates named Alcibiades. However, the native people of South America would dispute that 

finding since they have been using this device since the Bering Strait crossing.  

The natives of the wilds in what would later be known as the Amazon Basin had an extremely 

difficult time surviving the grueling, thick, sticky climates born of their region. The origin of the 

hammock lay here, in this uncertain and miserable environment, when getting off the ground and 

covering up every body part meant the difference between survival and death. Hammocks are 

easy to carry. There’s a wide price and quality range. There are mass-produced striped cotton 



hammocks from Brazil. Arawaks from coastal districts of Guyana make hammocks from Tibisiri, 

a fiber made from the immature leaves of the eté palm. Local hand-made cotton hammocks are 

top of the line in style and quality. Some of the finest are made by the Wapishana Amerindians 

of the southern Rupununi. 

Rooms in homes of Guyana have as many doors and windows as possible to keep interiors cool. 

Balcony with awnings or overhangs, louvers to keep rooms cool, draperies to filter sunlight and 

an openly fashioned downstairs where it is always the coolest. The Berbice Chair due to its 

elegancy is generally displayed in a prime location of the house while the hammock is more 

suited to a breezy balcony or downstairs. The Morris chair, Coffee table, Sideboard, Cabinet with 

the treasured dishes- cutlery and other fine furnishing, usually aggrandize the Berbice chair 

sitting graciously on o-cedar polished hardwood floor. 

 It wasn’t Christmas when I was a child without the smell of Black Cake, Pepper Pot, Garlic 

Pork, Ginger Beer, Sorrel, Christmas Cards, and all wooden furniture scraped, sanded and 

polished with a new coat of lacquer. The sumptuous Berbice Chair was delicately prepared with 

new expensive matting, glistening polish of renewal and ready to serve another year. The 

distinguished Berbice Chair remains part of Guyana’s rich cultural and living history. 
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